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Introduction
'Access' to organisations, institutions, and individuals is fundamental to qualitative research and ultimately determines the success or failure of the research (Alcadipani and Cunliffe, 2014) . It is a crucial element which is beyond the full control of the researcher. In this article, we examine the challenges that may arise during qualitative international field research. Our inquiry moves beyond merely acknowledging the issue of obtaining physical access to organisations and research subjects to acknowledge the various dimensions of 'access' and the role of sociocultural factors, which may impinge on the ability to gain 'access'. Interrogating the socio-cultural dimension concerning 'access' is particularly imperative in international research settings. This is because the researcher must be able to access the relayed context-specific meaning-construction by respondents' utterances, in addition to tackling potential cultural impediments regarding the processes of gaining access to relevant individuals, their time, and organisations. This is further complicated amongst interviewees from unfamiliar cultural backgrounds, within organisations and institutions that are embedded in diverse socio-historical traditions (Guttormsen, 2015; Holmes, 2015) .
Our analysis refers to our international fieldwork projects and the lessons learned in relation to seeking 'access' to organisations such as Multinational Enterprises (MNEs) and to individuals in non-work communities. In International Business (IB) and Management methodology textbooks, and in research in general, the focus on 'access' as a multidimensional social phenomenon remains diminutive. Previous research tends only to make a brief reference to accessing physical space (a territorial understanding of the term), for example, a work-site which researchers 3 cannot assume having an open access to. We are drawing upon our experiences of conducting field research in China through which we learned to approach 'access' as a continuous process that needs to be unpacked in order to be holistically appreciated.
'Access' is a highly personal activity that is related to experiences encountered in the field (Feldman et al., 2002) as well as politics, for example, in reference to, social issues and moral dilemmas faced by researchers and encountered organisations (Alcadipani and Cunliffe, 2014) . Factors such as emotions, culture and intersubjectivity, as well as social and language skills, can substantially influence the success or failure to secure 'access'. The entanglement of the researcher (as a social being) in the actual 'access'-seeking process is an important aspect to consider, due to the vast array of ways in which this involvement may influence the outcome of the research project. A plausible explanation for why the role of field researchers is seldom addressed is that researchers are often located outside the ontological focus in the mainstream, positivist-rooted quantitative IB research.
The findings of this article reveal that 'access' can be understood as a social phenomenon, in addition to being a multi-dimensional, contestable conceptual term.
Contributions relating to the notion of 'access' itself can thus be de-constructed to mean many more things than the mere issue of sourcing 'physical' access to information or research subjects, which are tacitly assumed to represent uncontaminated data, free from the influence of context or the relationship between the researcher and the researched (see Brewer, 2000) . We share Alcadipani and 4 Hodgson's (2009) perspective that there is a strong need to move beyond notions of 'access' merely as an operational undertaking.
Beyond the above-mentioned academic disciplinary concerns, scrutinising the methodological issues of 'access' in the specific context of international business is warranted on a number of counts. First, the innately international nature of international business organisations and those working within them means that they are constantly grappling with intercultural challenges. In such circumstances, the environment is more multifaceted and complex and, thus, there are more obstacles to gaining 'access' than might be the case during encounters with domestic firms and organisations. Second, unlike many public, intergovernmental, civil society, and nongovernmental organisations (NGOs), or communities in the public sphere, private sector organisations tend not to have a culture, or widespread organisational activities, which relate to non-commercial research and/or public engagement and outreach. Consequently, the second author found that accessing international business practitioners poses a bigger hurdle than, for example, securing interviews with those working in organisations where engagement with broader society forms part of the employee's job description and the identity of their employers.
This article continuously combines and intertwines empirical lessons with theory through presenting the analysis of two distinct stories from international fieldwork. The first author investigates individual level perceptions of headquarters-subsidiary knowledge transfer processes in Swedish MNEs. The case-study methodology deployed included field research in China for a total duration of six months. The second author conducted a five-month ethnographic field study of Scandinavian 5 expatriates in Hong Kong SAR, exploring perceptions of intercultural encounters, expatriate failure and adjustment experiences, also focussing on the level of the individual. The article is structured as followed: the literature review is followed by a discussion of lessons learned in the field; we then present a framework which consists of our proposed multiple dimensions of access, namely personal, administrative, physical, and socio-cultural; the final section presents a discussion of our findings and the conclusion.
Literature review
Despite being a multifaceted and complex issue which is strongly influenced by an array of intersubjective and personalised aspects, the critical issue of 'access' during qualitative field research needs to be explored and scrutinised in much more depth within the IB research agenda. We find that mainstream methodological literature has often limited its treatment of 'access' by regarding it as a one-dimensional act of securing physical access to interviewees. Furthermore, there is little focus on actual research practices (Cole, 2013) . Feldman and colleagues (2002) explain that access is a dynamic rather than static learning process, where researchers need to understand their relationship with their surroundings. The IB literature is evidently rooted in a positivist research paradigm, which permeates most areas of the IB research agenda (Bate, 1997; Buckley and Chapman, 1996a; 1996b; Casson, 1996; Chapman, 1997; Guttormsen, 2015; Lauring and Guttormsen, 2010; Primecz et al., 2011) . In this tradition, 'proper' science manifests objectivity, meaning it is inevitable that our role as researchers will be neglected as we are assumed to be detached from both the research process and our research subjects. Such an underlying ontological premise arguably leads to the neglect of crucial issues such as the 6 personal and socio-cultural aspects of gaining 'access' during IB field research, despite playing an intricate part of the research process, as an 'instrument' of the study (Sanday, 1979) .
The 'dialogical methodological' approach deployed in this article endeavours to broaden the IB methodological agenda through engaging with some of the important discoveries which have made in the broader social science disciplines. These include having an increased focus on the researcher's personal experiences and learning (Magolda, 2000; Olesen, 1994; Rabinow, 1977; Whyte, 1997) , in addition to giving a voice to the actual methodological practices in the field (Van Maanen, 1988) -in particularly within an international context. Moreover, in terms of voice, Locke and Velamuri (2009) address concerns relating to the research subjects themselves, through granting them access to view ongoing draft versions of manuscripts. An additional point regarding 'access to information' relates to conducting qualitative research in order to enhance understanding of the collected quantitative data, for example as part of a mixed-method study (Locke, 2011a) .
'Access' can also be thought of as an epistemological and methodological issue that concerns researchers, for example, in their pursuit of achieving 'methodological fit' (Edmondson and McManus, 2007) . Consequently, the type and nature of 'access' sought by a researcher must be consistent with other internal elements in the research design. However, 'access' is also an external factor, the lack of which may hamper the feasibility of the research project itself. The eminent scholar and father of cross-cultural management research, Geert Hofstede, postulated in an interview (Carraher, 2003, p. 103 Piekkari and Welch, 2004) . For example, Macdonald and Hellgren (2004) highlight that the organisational and informational hierarchies within firms cannot be assumed to be identical; senior managers may not always possess the most relevant knowledge on a particular topic. Furthermore, Chapman, Gajewska-De Mattos and Antoniou (2004) showcase several issues relating to field researchers' personal backgrounds and how these inescapably influence intersubjectivity and interpersonal interactions in the field. Moreover, in a recent conference paper relating to access, Peticca-Harris, deGama and Elias (2014) illustrate how awkward and uncomfortable personal situations had an impact on the research process, leading to the practice of questioning their own tacit assumptions.
Methodological deliberation regarding 'access' has received much deeper engagement in the broader social sciences beyond Business and Management Studies. Sociologist Robert Jackall (1988) elaborates extensively on the interpersonal experiences involved in gaining access to American corporate organisations in his interpretive sociological account which scrutinised the perceptions of managers relating to how they thought the world works, examining the shaping of moral consciousness. 'Access' runs through the work of Spradley (1979) as an underlying theme concerning the conduct of ethnographic research, but the 8 principle focus is on locating research subjects rather than linking socio-cultural aspects to the social phenomenon of 'access'. Thus, we argue that greater attention should be paid to the issue of 'access' in IB and research methodology due to it being not only relevant but necessary. This call is even more pertinent for international field-research endeavours due to the increased challenges that are faced when operating in unfamiliar cultural terrains.
Students, academics, consultancy practitioners and managers alike might draw upon the experiences of other field researchers, both as authors of academic projects and as consultant researchers in international organisations in the private and publicsphere. As part of a learning process, this additional perspective may prove useful in the design and conduct of future research projects.
In the field: lessons learned when seeking 'access'
In this article, we question and discuss 'access', drawing upon our own field research experiences; how did we develop, experience, and tackle challenges in terms of gaining appropriate 'access' during our fieldwork in China? We will be presenting our field research experiences as two parallel field stories, which are based on our research engagements, which collectively comprised of 120 interviewees in China.
These in-depth interviews exposed us to diverse challenges in terms of seeking and securing 'access', including narratives of lived experiences in China through relevant research subjects and locations.
We term the discussion framework (i.e. transferring field research experiences) we employ a 'dialogical' methodological approach. First, we identify commonalities 9 between ourselves as field researchers to enable readers to evaluate our analysis through juxtapositioning, i.e. Chinese cultural context; as researchers, we share a Scandinavian socio-cultural and linguistic background; and conducting qualitative field research. Second, we agreed that the collaboration might contribute significantly to two main areas which are learning and the materialisation of knowledge. For example, juxtaposing our field experiences may enhance not only general methodological knowledge concerning field research practices but may also result in increased transparency and an improvement in the self-reflexive questioning of own practices. This undertaking provided us with a much deeper understanding of our own acquired experiences and an awareness of the relevant challenges in an international context, which had previously laid dormant in our minds and which concerned 'access' issues as lived experiences during our field research endeavours.
In practical terms, as authors, we both produced lengthy documents about our personal field experiences in China with regard to 'access' and we exchanged notes, subsequently commenting on each other's experiences and reflecting on our own initial statements. This approach served as the foundation for identifying the different dimensions of 'access' emerging from the analysis of our diaries (see Radcliffe, 2013 , for an example of this approach). The dimensions constituted worthwhile themes to address as well as an encouragement to qualitative researchers to assess -and reassess -personal fieldwork experiences as 'discovery-activities' (Locke, 2011b; see Mikkelsen, 2013) by unveiling important methodological contributions. It was also seen as helpful for enlightening researchers about their investigation as participants themselves (Bryman, 2008; Orr and Bennett, 2009) , and for making the invisible visible (Donnelly et al., 2013) . Keeping diaries is a means of acquiring, structuring, and analysing not only research insights but also contextual reflections regarding the research questions and objectives of the study, the processes of gaining 'access' and the factors impinging on the depth and scope of information relayed to them by interviewees and gatekeeping organisations. Outsiders are able to reassess each other's reflections, which enabled us to reduce the risk of reflexive narcissism, as pointed out by Tomkins and Eatough (2010) .
This article reflects the outcome of such a 'dialogical' process. The case-studies illustrate field-research experiences that relate to how the multifaceted issue of 'access', can be captured and categorised into various dimensions, albeit not in a taxonomical sense as they are in constant interplay with context-specific factors and are thus always interdependent.
Interpersonal dimension
Because field researchers are integral, to various extents, in the research process (Sanday, 1979) , our personal capabilities and backgrounds as field researchers became an extremely important factor upon which to reflect. Qualitative researchers cannot be guided solely by what positivists affectionately refer to as 'theoretical gaps' when delineating the research problem of a new project. Although the former group of researchers are also guided by research questions at some level (Wolcott, 1995) , qualitative researchers, however, must also take into account their own personas and personal abilities. This is because the personal background, intellectual position, and interpersonal relationships with research subjects might have a bearing not only on how 'access' might be secured but also the nature of data-collection and the 11 analysis (Spradley, 1979) . A quantitative researcher investigating, let us say, Malaysian Outward Foreign Direct Investment by analysing secondary data (for example, Goh et al., 2013 ) is likely to face fewer interpersonal issues. Such issues may, however, also transpire for quantitative researchers whilst in the field, in terms of negotiating to physically access relevant data and obtaining the permission to use this data (see Buckley, 2004 ). This becomes increasingly important when conducting qualitative and ethnographic research due to the close social interaction with and observation of research subjects, and the demanding requirements needed to acquire a comprehensive meaning and context-based understanding as a 'native'.
Consequently, as with the example depicted above, 'access' constitutes merely a technical factor.
The interpersonal dimension is related to 'access' in the physical dimension (see Figure 1 ). It relates to how, to what extent, and for how long we have access to the physical dimension, as they are interconnected. Identifying the right contact person is only one crucial step along the way. As researchers we must decide to share our research ideas, interact, build relationships and establish trust in order to establish access to the subject (organisation or person) we want to study. Thus, the interpersonal dimension is important regardless of whether or not one achieves 'physical' access. The overall process of 'access' is an on-going, intersubjective and interpersonal encounter (see Spradley, 1979) .
Most of the personalised factors were being played out beyond our control as the field researchers. This was a result of intersubjectivity and the fact that respondents interpreted the persona and background of the researcher in different ways. We 12 would carefully plan how to dress when interacting with research subjects. In the first case, the interview sessions were gauged to constitute a very formal situation, which demanded formal attire. The researcher was invited to formal business lunches and dinners, as well as other professional and corporate events. This enabled her to network effectively and, subsequently, to meet potential interviewees. She would also emphasise the importance of building a network with contact persons and interviewees in MNEs after establishing trust. They may then choose to assist with introductions to people of interest in terms of the research, within the organisation and beyond. Understanding the dress-code (in terms of local culture and expectations/traditions within the given organisation) should not be underestimated especially when conducting research in another country where such practices might not be obvious to the researcher.
Building trust after establishing contact also became necessary as these 'gatekeepers' have the authority to grant 'access' to their company. They do not get paid for facilitating, and often lack the time to interact with researchers. Thus, we both found that part of our persona and skills, as researchers, was convincing the individuals concerned about what exactly the firm might gain from partaking in the research, and this became a key factor in our success. For example, a researcher may be willing to spend time in the organisation at no additional cost whilst carrying out research of some kind with the prospect of presenting findings and proposing managerial implications for the firm. This type of consultancy work is often of interest to firms if they deem the research topic interesting. This highlights that the contestable term 'access' is also a two-way, albeit asymmetric (in terms of powerbalance), continuous process.
In the second case-study, the male researcher dressed 'smart casual' in order to avoid being too informally dressed for an office environment but not too overdressed for a meeting at a cafe. This enabled him to easily move between various interview sites and also to be prepared for sudden changes of locality or being invited out for a meal or drink in a professional environment. "I am not exactly with your "average company" (…) it might be interesting for you to learn about a different type of "expat" life".
As signalled above, the different types of expatriates can be context-specific to the area/country. Hence, gaining 'access' to such understanding demonstrates the importance for researchers to be informed by these nuances, as they tend to vary between cultural and national boundaries. Furthermore, he gained an advantage by employing his skills as an organist, which positioned him to meet new people, experience the Scandinavian community from the inside and, on a more personal level, make friends within the Scandinavian church community and beyond, which benefited both his research and his social life beyond the work realm.
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Administrative dimension
Whilst carrying out fieldwork, researchers are not only conducting research but are also solely responsible for all the administrative and managerial tasks that come to the fore then they find themselves removed from their offices and colleagues.
Furthermore, they need to quickly adapt to an unfamiliar cultural environment. With research endeavours increasingly taking place in newer and potentially less familiar emerging markets, adjustment challenges only heighten in intensity (Guttormsen, 2015) . Such a scenario poses additional challenges because of the pressure to complete the de rigueur research within a limited timeframe and budget. Similarly, in the second case, it can be reported that almost one working day per week was spent on administrative tasks ranging from contacting people, maintaining contacts whilst approaching new ones, keeping a diary of interview appointments with contact details, planning where and when to meet, distributing interview material to respondents, and recording background details, in a continuous loop. Indeed, this work onus drew attention away from the core research, and it should be carefully considered by researchers when planning their fieldwork endeavours. Thus, when evaluating field research practices and learning from them, it is also necessary to take into account the all-important supporting mechanisms that enable the actual processes of gaining 'access'. Across both cases, a key lesson also relates to the importance of logistical planning, and to do so by also factoring in the requirements, contexts, and obstacles which are applicable in a particular country: for example, means of transport and the locations of different companies.
Physical dimension
The physical dimension of 'access' is what is normally discussed in the mainstream literature, i.e. a physical boundary such as a firm's building or a particular enclosed expatriate community (Lauring, 2007) which field researchers must seek permission to cross. Taylor and Land (2014) point out that such access needs to be negotiated at the very early stages of seeking access and collecting data. This was, indeed, the everyday reality in the first case, experienced through personal networks or cold calling. Emails, letters, and telephone calls, or a combination of them, were used extensively. Researchers need to identify who to target inside the MNE; this may refer to position, gender and cultural background, as well as knowledge and skills.
The initial person serves as a gatekeeper and decides what to action and who to
16
forward to -or not. When the identity of the best person to speak to was unknown, the author often found herself being randomly forwarded by the initial person in the hope of identifying the appropriate person.
Due to the uncertainty associated with this process, researchers must seek all possible ways of securing 'access'. The first researcher used up to twelve different ways of attempting to secure access to an MNE including contacting the Swedish headquarters and different affiliated subsidiaries in China, attempting to identify employees working there, sending emails to different addresses, and making telephone calls. Sometimes she found that one person would accept her request for 'access', but another individual within the same organisation would turn her down at a later stage. Thus, locating the person with the appropriate authority to make this decision is crucial. The paradox of access (Feldman et al., 2002 ) posits that we have more to gain than to give in regard to 'access'. In order to increase the attractiveness of the research project we need to emphasise the benefits of the study. The benefit to the company should be explicit and emphasised. Moreover, introduction letters should be kept as short as possible, considering the busy schedules of those receiving them. Such activities are not part of their normal workload, and researchers must therefore succeed immediately in attracting their interest. It is important to avoid confusing employees with cumbersome academic language. A polite, formal, and professionally written letter is preferred. What is deemed culturally appropriate and sensitive in this regard can vary substantially between different cultures, countries, and industries. Thus, a standard approach regardless of the location of the fieldwork is not advisable.
For the researcher in the second case, issues relating to physical access to firms were experienced to a much lower degree. His research focused predominantly on expatriates as individuals and members of a perceived Scandinavian "expatcommunity" rather than being constrained to a physical area or processes within firms. This made it easier to approach individuals directly at social events outside the physical premises of organisations and to act on informal introductions to potential interviewees. This did not mean, however, that firms were not part of the research.
For example, when interviewees discussed intercultural issues, experiences at work were commonly raised, and it was natural context to talk about. Moreover, the individual and organisational levels cannot be taxonomically demarcated. He also approached firms by using 'snowball' and 'reflexive' sampling approaches (see Guttormsen, 2010; 2009 ), but did so in an attempt to locate individuals in their capacity as expatriates rather than as representatives of the firm. This recommendation might solicit a higher number of respondents, i.e. where 'access' practices are reformulated from organisations to individuals. Participation was also elicited by 'advertising' the study in Scandinavian publications and through relevant organisations in Hong Kong (Guttormsen, 2010) .
'Access' to research subjects, as well as the lived experiences that we wanted to investigate, is thus also a result of flexibility on the part of the researcher and their ability to work around interviewees' commitments. The second researcher found this approach successful: he set up in-depth interviews in circumstances most convenient to the respondents, regardless of location (which ranged from an office to a participant's home) and time (during or outside office hours, including weekends).
In Hong Kong, work hours often continue to 9pm (in addition to Saturdays There is no 'correct' number for an 'appropriate amount of interviewees' as far as a qualitative piece of work is concerned. It depends on the research context and the study's research question and objectives. Qualitative researchers need to consider that the various components of 'access', including relationships, trust, and conducting the interviews themselves, take time to develop and maintain in practice.
Thus, it is neither easy nor helpful to offer a guideline for how many interviews might be conducted in one day. It depends on the depth and length of each interview, in addition to language use. Reflection is important before, during, and after the interviews to enhance a meaningful understanding of an interviewee's lived experiences. Considering that a successful interview relies heavily on the interviewer's ability to probe and prompt for additional in-depth information (see Thomas, 2004) , if one lacks sufficient psychological stamina in an interviews one risks losing 'access' to meaningful experiences of the interviewee (expressed in their utterances), as these may not be relayed.
Additionally, knowing all the questions by heart also assisted him in conducting interviews where it was not possible to sit down comfortably. For example, on one occasion, an interview had to be terminated after ten minutes due to the 19 interviewee's baby crying and being reluctant to fall asleep. However, because the female interviewee kindly invited him to accompany her on foot to her next appointment approximately 40 minutes away, it became possible to obtain a full interview after all by continuing the conversation whilst sauntering across the Central Business District with a trolley and his digital audio recorder. In other words, the work culture of the researcher is an influential factor and an important field research practice to incorporate during methodological training in terms of gaining 'access'.
Flexibility is another issue related to the shortage of time. In the first case, the researcher observed that firms often did not want to spend too much time with a researcher. She found that a contact person would sometimes email her the day before the arranged interview requesting her to shorten the duration of the interview due to lack of time. There was nothing she could do other than express her appreciation of the situation and try her best to accommodate the changing circumstances. Furthermore, interviews and meetings can be delayed because of absence and urgent business matters. This was also experienced in the second case, where flexibility was sometimes needed when deciding if it was worth spending time pursuing a tentative interview appointment that does not seem to be materialising.
Towards a Socio-cultural dimension of 'access'
The socio-cultural dimension consists of influences from both the internal research context under study and the external. The internal research context refers to how the researcher influences the study through factors such as language and culture (see Zhang and Guttormsen, forthcoming) . There may also be influences from the 20 external environment (Colic-Peisker, 2004) , such as how others perceive the researcher and the responses the researcher is given. This subsection focuses particularly on linguistic and cultural aspects, which cannot be separated because language constitutes a subsystem of culture (Keesing and Strathern, 1998) . It can be understood as socially and historically constituted, along with other human practices (Bourdieu, 1991; . The linguistic capabilities and cultural backgrounds of both researchers played an essential role when they sought the desired 'access'. These aspects have also been demonstrated to play a significant role in multicultural researchers' ability to conduct in-depth interviews (Zhang and Guttormsen, forthcoming) .
It can be argued that the understanding of 'access' should not revolve solely around its physical description (i.e. as a site or firm). It should be approached as a social phenomenon, as successful 'access' depends on personality and social skills, as depicted in the 'interpersonal dimension' subsection. It is also important to reflect upon socio-cultural attributes as many of them relate to skills and/or characteristics that cannot be altered. For example, a field researcher cannot construct herself as a man if she is a woman -nor can we control how our research subjects perceive their encounters with us as the researchers (Chapman et al., 2004) . This may have important implications for gaining 'access'. For example, a female sales director may feel more comfortable talking about gender issues in an MNE or about family adjustment with a female interviewer. And perhaps a male managing director may feel more comfortable talking to an interviewer with a similar business education dressed in a suit than with a young researcher wearing an anti-globalisation T-Shirt.
Such evaluations are also important to make in consideration to the specific 21 local/organisational cultural context. For example, the male researcher found the former example to play a diminutive role, which can be attributed to the high gender equality in Scandinavian countries (Bjerke, 1999) -the region where both researchers come from.
Similarly, researchers need to consider whether to write letters and emails in English when approaching an organisation/firm, and when to use the local dialect or their own language (in these cases, 'Scandinavian' languages). In the first case, being a native Swedish speaker, the researcher decided to conduct all contact in English when liaising with Swedish headquarters back home and when seeking access to subsidiaries in China because of the possibility of the emails being forwarded to a non-Swedish-speaking employee. Swedish employees would know from a glance at her surname that she was Swedish and might therefore instigate a two-way discussion in Swedish if they preferred -as many of the Swedish expatriates did. In the second case, the researcher found that divulging his Norwegian nationality to his research subjects helped him tremendously in terms of gaining 'access' more easily due to being defined as 'in-group' and thus having 'natural access' to events organised for Scandinavians. He also experienced a collective spirit of "we are helping out a fellow countryman" (Zhang & Guttormsen, forthcoming) .
However, 'access' should not be considered solely as an issue of locating relevant research subjects. It also relates to the sophisticated ability of researchers to access information -to comprehend, process, analyse, and interpret obtained data in the most effective and purposeful way. In this way, the "total universe of data" (Miles and 22 Huberman, 1994) might be treated more accurately and authentically according to the intended transfer of meaning by the interviewee.
This was the main reason why the second author chose to investigate Scandinavian expatriates (i.e. being socio-culturally emic -an insider) in his native Norwegian language (or broken Swedish and Danish, languages which he understands and can converse in). As Spradley (1979) promulgates, "language is more than a means of communication about reality: it is a tool for constructing reality" (p. 17). Thus, he was especially well equipped to grasp nuanced meanings, contextuality, and the respondents' 'native categories' (see Buckley and Chapman, 1997) , which are focal points in ethnographic research (Hammersley and Atkinson, 2007) . This enhanced his social analysis by enabling him to draw upon an already in-depth understanding of the research subjects' cultural backgrounds and reference points, which signifies an important part of contextuality and intersubjectivity. The latter is paramount as human beings construct their meanings, perceptions and social reality within this contextual framework and they are constructed by it (Crotty, 2003) . The abstract/immaterial nature of accessing contents relates not just to human subjects but to all types of collected data.
The socio-cultural dimension is particular a challenge in field-research conducted internationally. If a researcher is studying cultures they are not emic to, the abovementioned contextual understanding is crucial, and will inevitably impede on 'accessing' the understanding of interviewees' meaning-construction.
Discussion: moving 'access' from technicality to multidimensional continuous processes of socio-cultural field research practices
This article highlights the need, as well as the credibility gains, that can be made by addressing 'access' in field research, as something more than a mere singledimensional technical activity (Alcadipani and Hodgson, 2009) This facet also illustrates the two-way continuous process of gaining 'access'; for example, the different dimensions of 'access' are dynamics, whereby a strengthened focus on the interpersonal dimension may help to gain/extend physical access.
However, the latter may also constrain 'access' in general and thus constrain the effect of a researcher's personal or socio-cultural background. Thus, the model serves as a heuristic device, which seeks to elucidate the importance of grasping 24 and approaching 'access' beyond the notion of gaining physical access to a site or an interviewee (and his/her time and lived experiences). Administrative dimension 25 duration of the field research, including when returning to the field. As Michailova et al. (2014) pinpoint, by offering a relational framework of four types of exit from the field, the nature of how we leave the geographical and conceptual space of our field research endeavours may have a direct impact on the extent to which we are welcome to re-enter the same field or reconnect with former interviewees (and firms).
The relational aspects of gaining 'access' have already been accounted for, but it is also pivotal to remain focused on the fact that the above multidimensional diagram is also performing across 'levels', such as micro (individual), and macro (MNE/firm levels).
Traversing all the depicted dimensions of 'access' is the array of challenges in regard to obtaining 'access' posed by diverse international and multicultural contexts, which often are very different from the researcher's own home-environment. The identification of issues relating to dimensions and how to plan, address, and solve them -will vary across cultural, linguistic, organisational, and national boundaries.
This realisation is a particular concern in the socio-cultural dimension where a lack of linguistic and cultural skills, knowledge, and savviness will potentially impede on the researcher's ability to 'access' the contents and meaning-construction relayed in research subjects' interviews and conversations. Here, risks are associated not with being able to fully 'access' intended meanings, and that the scope of analysis may be limited if the influence of context and cultural reference points are not fully grasped, which may be important for enhancing the understanding of the research problem being scrutinised.
Thus, researchers would benefit from examining and discussing the logistical and administrative aspects and, in particular, socio-cultural perspectives on obtained 26 information and observations in the field at a very early stage when devising the project's research design and methodological framework. Furthermore, the enhanced understanding of the multidimensional nature of 'access' should also be evaluated with regard to its' potential impact on the researcher's ability to carry out the research (for example, methodological limitations) and the knowledge-production claims which can be made from the study undertaken.
The aforementioned levels are often interplaying with one another, and will impact on the ability of the researcher to secure 'access'. We have both experienced situations in which an interview has been accepted by the individual employee of an MNE but is later on refused at the firm-level due to political/sensitivity issues. Furthermore, the acknowledgment that 'access' is highly interpersonal and context-dependent also prompts us to consider the evident issue of the nature of 'access' beyond its status as a merely technical aspect. Although we may secure an interview, the quality and scope of data and the relayed lived experiences may be limited if we, as researchers, are unable to also access the cultural reference points/meanings of the interviewee's utterances (including translation issues) (Blenkinsopp and Palou, 2010) , or if interpersonal issues impinge on how much an interviewee feels comfortable sharing in terms of his or her thoughts and sense-making of his/her own experiences (including political/sensitivity/power issues within organisations). The international setting of our field-projects further complicated issues, as knowledge of what is, for example, '(ab)normal' or 'sensitive', was sometimes unknown to us. This is a vital aspect in respect of field research practices, considering Wolcott's (1995) statement that field research interventions need to be guided by the project's overarching objectives; thus, if the purpose is to grasp the 'social realities' as 27 constructed by an interviewee in his or her own context, our ability as researchers to capture this is dramatically reduced.
Thus, the different dimensions of 'access' cannot be completely distinguished from one another. Moreover, qualitative research often requires us to revisit data multiple times, and to juxtapose selected bodies of literature which are integral to the iterative, hermeneutical nature of analysis (Brewer, 2000; Hammersley and Atkinson, 2007) , meaning that 'access' also becomes an issue of interpretation and social construction, as different researchers might analyse and present data in different ways due to subjectivity, intellectual biases, and personal background and position in the applicable intellectual field (see Bourdieu and Wacquant, 1992) . We argue that an advanced and more holistic research practice relating to 'access', in which developments from other social science disciplines are adopted, may contribute to bridging the dominant understanding of 'access' as a technical activity in mainstream IB research, with the endeavour to take into account intersubjective, interpersonal relations, and relationality in any context-dependent situation.
Conclusion
We critically discussed the concept of 'access' as a multi-dimensional methodological issue (in interplay with physical and socio-cultural contexts), which has been under-researched in the IB literature. We have not only discussed the importance and challenges of 'access' but have also suggested a new way of exploring this issue: we have established that beyond being merely a question of gaining physical access to organisations and the time of research subjects, 'access' is a multidimensional, continuous process that needs to be unpacked in order to be The main contribution of this article has been to help foster an academic discussion in IB research as a means of sharing experiences from the field relating to 'access' -especially regarding the inclusion of a socio-culturally founded dimension within the IB discipline. The article suggests that it is insufficient to merely refer to the type of 'access' that has been secured in academic research articles and methodology textbooks. We recommend a more holistic discussion in order to fully comprehend the nature of 'access'. The provision of transparency concerning 'access' as multidimensional and as a social phenomenon should be part of any self-reflexive deliberations in order to improve the internal validity, trustworthiness, and credibility of the research (see Sinkovics et al., 2008) . This encouragement also serves as a methodological contribution made by this article.
Consequently, 'access' is a highly interpersonal issue that goes beyond mere notions of physicality and technicality, and is substantially impacted by the administrative and, particularly, socio-cultural dimensions. This applies not only to locating research subjects but also to the ability to engage with information and the lived experiences imparted by research subjects, written material, and contextuality in the most effective and purposeful manner. If one secures an interview but is then 29 unable to make sense of the imparted information or grasp the important nuances, the physical access to the interviewee has decreased in value in terms of the research project.
Future research might explore how socio-cultural aspects may diverge in different parts of the world, especially new emerging markets, and how 'access' is influenced by locality and different cultural environments. It is argued that this emerging line of inquiry (i.e. cultural issues in qualitative research methodologies) will be particularly profitable; for example, Zhang and Guttormsen, forthcoming) identify socio-biological traits such as skin-colour/ethnicity and having a multicultural background as factors which have a direct influence on gaining access to prospective interviewees and subsequently obtaining richer interview data. It can be argued that the dimensions of 'access' in concert warrant the development of an 'access' model. In terms of limitations, in this article we have examined our own field research experiences in China and presented them as two separate cases, hence our experiences are not necessarily transferable to every research contexts. Yet, they serve as complementary sources of accumulated learning as they highlight different perspectives on conducting qualitative field research internationally.
We have dealt with 'access' at the international level, where the challenges of 'access' are more evident compared to the national arena due to the cultural dimension. However, this article only addresses the 'access' issues that we encountered in our respective field research endeavours in China. Hence, there are many additional 'access' issues yet to be illuminated and scrutinised within various contexts. Finally, as promulgated by Humphreys (2006) , we propose that 30 researchers' fieldwork experiences be written up as case-studies and integrated into the curriculum as valuable sources of research training that can be delivered to postgraduate research students and management consultants (Guttormsen, 2013) .
